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An Epidemic of Complex
Dysmorphologic Syndromes
in Southeast Spain?
I am a pediatrician at the Poniente
Regional Hospital in El Ejido (Almeria),
Spain. This hospital, which opened in
1995, offers specialized health care to the
150,000 inhabitants residing in El
Poniente, a Mediterranean coast area locat-
ed in the southeast of Spain. In the last 4
months I have diagnosed two newborns
from this area who are affected by extreme-
ly rare dysmorphologic syndromes: a) a
velocardiofacial syndrome and b) a complex
polymalformation including facial dysmor-
phy and polysyndactilia in hands and feet
associated with 2/8 translocation; neither
child had familiar antecedents. Surprised by
this uncommon geographical and temporal
cluster (in the Poniente area there are only
2,000 newborns/year), I reexamined the cases
ofnewborns affected by rare dysmorphologic
syndromes that I previously diagnosed in this
area. Some ofthese cases have been published
(1-6) because each case involves a very rare
disease. Below, I describe 11 cases (including
the two cases described above):
* Four cases with velocardiofacial syn-
drome, which were diagnosed in the
preceeding 5 years. After reviewing the
international literature (via Medline;
National Library of Medicine, Bethesda,
MD), I only found 100 cases described in
the world.
* Two cases ofJarcho-Levin syndrome
(from a whole of 73 recorded in the
reviewed literature).
* One case with 1 lq(-) syndrome (there
are only 30 well-documented cases in the
world).
* One case with 18qsyndrome (< 100 cases
described). Our case was also associated
with a familiar genetic abnormality (trans
1-18 in both the mother and thesister).
* One case of atypical Klinefelter syn-
drome (48XXYY) (only 74 cases found in
the literature).
* One case with cerebral-rib-mandible
syndrome, which includes multiple verte-
bral and rib defects, micrognathia, glos-
soptosis, palatal anomalies, and slow phys-
ical and psychomotorgrowth.
* One case of translocation (t 2:8 q32-
q21), which was mentioned above.
Assuming that no population-based inci-
dence data are available, I think that this
case-series constitutes an unusual geographic
(the Poniente area) and temporal (the last 10
years) clustering ofextremely scarce dysmor-
phologic syndromes that cannot be
explained only by chance. Environmental
factors may account for the observed aggre-
gation. The teratogenic and mutagenic
effects of some chemicals have been recog-
nized foryears. People living in the Poniente
area are highly exposed to pesticides because
ofintensive farming activities. There are two
main reasons to drawspecial attention to the
etiologic role ofagrochemical exposure.
First, there is an extremely high exposure
rate to these substances in our area. Since the
1960s, intensive agriculture in greenhouses
has expanded in southern Spain, close to the
Mediterranean Sea. Approximately 40,000
hectares ofplastic greenhouses are now locat-
ed in the Poniente area, which represents the
largest area devoted to this type offarming in
Europe (7). This intensive cultivation is pro-
tected against pests by the use of large
amounts ofpesticides, frequently used with-
out the basic required safety measures.
Moreover, acute intoxication by pesticides is
one of the most well-documented health
problems in our area. In addition, exposure
to agrochemicals in women working in
intensive agriculture presents a special situa-
tion because bioaccumulated pesticides can
be mobilized during pregnancyand lactation.
Second, the endocrine-disrupting effects
of pesticides in several animal species has
been well documented (8). Some hypotheses
suggest that this effect may also extend to
humans (9). Because the exposure to these
substances in the Poniente area is very high,
the implications of their effects on human
health is a matter ofgreat concern. But this
is not a local problem because pesticides are
commonly used all over theworld.
It is urgent that we investigate the pos-
sible causal links between pesticides and
health effects, particularly those affecting
human reproduction and embrionic and
fetal development. Are similar dysmorpho-
logic syndromes being observed in other
farming areas? Pesticide use and human
exposure is aworldwide matter.
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